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The Piaget-van Ravenswaay Survey consists of a number of photographs, 
primarily of sites and structures in Missouri, which were taken before 1938 by 
Alexander Piaget and after that by Paul Piaget, both in conjunction with 
Charles van Ravenswaay.  The Survey was incorporated into the Historic 
American Buildings Survey (KABS) collection, housed in the Library of 
Congress, in 1985 by Laura Rupp and in 1986 by Deborah Fulton, HABS 
historians. 

Following is a history of the Piaget-van Ravenswaay Survey written by Charles 
van Ravenswaay. 
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HISTORY OF THE PIAGET-VAN RAVENSWAAY PHOTOGRAPHIC COLLECTION 

OF EARLY MISSOURI BUILDINGS AND RELATED SUBJECTS 

by Charles van Ravenswaay 
Wilmington, Delaware 
October, 1986 

The Piaget-van Ravenswaay Photographic Collection of Early Missouri Buildings 
and Related Subjects had its inception about 1931 with photography being 
continued intermittently into the 1970s.  The project grew from the interest 
of Alexander Edward Piaget (1898-1958) and me in Missouri's legacy of 
buildings constructed by the French, Germanic, Anglo-American and other 
cultural and racial groups, and subdivisions of those groups, that had settled 
the state beginning in the eighteenth century. We were concerned by how 
rapidly and thoughtlessly those buildings were being destroyed and that no 
effort was being made to record that heritage before it was lost. Our project 
was informally conceived and carried forward without a sponsor and at our own 
expense.. Little thought was given to the ultimate disposition of the 
collection; that came much later. 

During my years of collaboration with members of the Piaget family in St. 
Louis, we worked together harmoniously and with a common purpose. The 
ultimate success of our efforts was due principally to the artistry and 
technical skill of Alex (as he was familiarly known) and of his younger 
brother Paul. My role was largely supportive; I served as guide, selected the 
subjects to be recorded, assembled information when available and, with the 
advice and encouragement of the Piaget brothers, supplemented their additions 
to our collection with photographs I took on my individual trips around the 
state and those which I had made in connection with various research and 
publishing projects.  I could not claim then or later any photographic skill 
approaching that of the Piagets but I was able to photograph many subjects 
which would not have been recorded otherwise. 
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In retrospect our project seems an improbable happening, given conditions 
during the depression years and particularly the stranger-than-fiction story 
of the Piaget family and how the two brothers became photographers in St. 
Louis. 

New Orleans had been the home of the Piaget family since the eighteenth 
century and there Guy Alexander Piaget, the father of my St. Louis friends, 
was born.  After being educated as a civil engineer in Switzerland, he 
returned to his native city but an attack of yellow fever resulted in his need 
to move to a temperate and unchanging climate.  Ke chose Temascaltepec, a 
village in the Sierra mountains, some 300 miles south of Mexico City.  There 
he became the owner of various businesses including an important silver mine. 
He married Virginia Gomez of a Mexican family and in time the couple had a 
family of four sons and three daughters.  Life was pleasant and secure at 
their remote hacienda with its many servants, horses, gardens, and other 
aspects of a leisured way of life until the outbreak of the Villa revolution 
in 1915 when bandits roamed the countryside murdering and robbing. The 
Piagets lost all of their property, the father was crippled by a stroke, and 
only through the intervention of the Swiss consul in Mexico City were the 
lives of the parents saved. 

The family found refuge in the capital where they lived as best they could on 
work found by the sons.  In 1918 Alexander, the eldest son, came to find work 
in St. Louis, a city that had been fabled in Mexico since the St. Louis 
World's Fair of 1904 (the Louisiana Purchase Exposition).  Alexander could not 
speak English, his eyesight was so poor that he wore glasses with thick 
lenses, and he had no trade or obvious skills, but somehow this 
unprepossessing young man found menial work and from that base he gradually 
improved his situation.  An interest in photography led to his buying a cheap 
box camera and patiently learning to take and develop photographs. By 1925 he 
was sufficiently expert to become the staff photographer at the St. Louis City 
Art Museum.  By 1929 he had opened his own studio as a commercial photographer. 

Encouraged by his growing success, Alexander brought his family from Mexico: 
his widowed mother (his father had died in 1923), his sisters Juanita and 
Lucille, and his three brothers, Carlos B., August G., and Paul.  Under 
Alexander's tutelage, the brothers became adept at various photographic 
specialities and worked as a team at the increasingly successful studio. 

My association with Alex came about through my interest in Missouri's early 
buildings along with an interest in the state's cultural history. I have 
Missouri roots that extend back to frontier days and I grew up in an historic 
house in the historic town of Boonville near the center of the state.  While 
completing my graduate work at Washington University, St. Louis, I began 
contributing photographs of early buildings to the Missouri Historical 
Society.  At that time Alex was becoming favorably known in the St. Louis area 
for his sensitive photos of old buildings published in the rotogravure section 
of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. I enjoyed these articles but the thought of 
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joining efforts with him never occurred to me; fortunately it did occur to 
Mrs. Antoinette Harney Beauregard, then archivist at the Missouri Historical 
Society, and a most remarkable lady.  She suggested that I might use my 
knowledge of old buildings and of the state's past to aid Piaget in locating 
and identifying subjects to photograph. The two of us met, discussed the 
idea, and Alex liked the suggestions.  We agreed that whenever we found a free 
day or two we would go on field trips.  Our pimary objective then and later 
was to record structures.  Later, as significant examples of the regional fine 
and decorative arts, or ornamental ironwork and stone carving, were found, we 
photographed them too.  Nor did we restrict ourselves just to subjects in 
Missouri but included historic towns along the east bank of the Mississippi 
River in Illinois: Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Columbia, Waterloo, Quincy, and Nauvoo, 
among others.  Sometimes a face or a landscape caught our interest and was 
photographed. 

We had no lists of early buildings to guide us; the subjects we recorded were 
either those which local residents directed us to, or those which we 
discovered in driving about the countryside. We were never able to cover all 
sections of the state, nor were our trips systematically planned. 
Nevertheless, in time we visited most of the older communities. With only a 
very few exceptions, the buildings we recorded dated before about 1870. 

Our expeditions were pleasant and adventuresome diversions for both of us and, 
for me, it was a privilege to work with Alex. He had a quiet, gentle 
disposition, and a remarkable artistic sense combined with photographic 
expertise. 

During the early 1930s historic preservation was little known and little 
practised in the Middle West. Most Missourians were eager to replace their 
old homes or store buildings with something new and up-to-date. But the 
beginnings of interest existed in the cities and towns, and people everywhere 
aided and encouraged us. 

At that time strangers were seldom viewed with suspicion.  In our travels, 
when we came upon an interesting old house or other building, we would stop, 
seek the occupant or owner, and explain our mission. Invariably we -- two 
strangers — were given permission to wander through the house and to 
photograph as we wished, often moving furniture and objects for better 
compositions.  Frequently these friendly people could provide historical 
information about their house, or those in their neighborhoods, or direct us 
to those who could.  Often too, they would tell us about other old buildings 
which we might have missed.  Older residents frequently had time-faded 
photographs of interesting buildings, and these we copied for our collection. 
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Alex and I continued our field trips as time permitted during which years his 
work as a commercial photographer attracted increasing attention.  In August 
of 1938 he received seven awards for the architectural and industrial photos 
he submitted to a national convention of the American Photographers' 
Association in Chicago.  Our project of recording early buildings was also 
creating a growing interest.  In 1936 Meyric R. Rogers, then director of the 
St. Louis City Art Museum, invited us to exhibit prints from our collection 
which resulted in "Domestic Architecture in Missouri before 1850" being shown 
from February 16 to March 1 of that year.  Sometime later a similar exhibition 
was held at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City.  Invitations for 
talks on Missouri's early buildings came to me with increasing frequency. 

In the summer of 1938 Alexander's health, which had always been fragile, began 
to fail. He passed away in St. Louis on November 10, at the age of forty. He 
was a remarkable artist-photographer and a kindly and courageous man. 

After Alexander's death the surviving three brothers took over the studio with 
Paul (born in Mexico November 24, 1906; died in St. Louis August 24, 1985)» 
the chief photographer and nominal head of the family business.  Paul's energy 
and enthusiasm, and the artistic and technical skills he had developed, 
stimulated the growth in their work. He and I continued to add to the 
Missouri collection.  In 1939 and 1940 the many pictures of early buildings 
that Paul took for the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Missouri, A Guide 
to the 'Show Me' State, of which I was the State Supervisor, were also added 
to the collection.  During World War II Paul entered the military service as 
did I.  Carlos and August kept the studio functioning. 

After the war Paul again joined with me in adding to our Missouri collection 
and our collaboration continued into the 1960s and later.  I was then 
assembling a large number of photographs to illustrate a book in preparation, 
The Arts and Architecture of German Settlements in Missouri, which the 
University of Missouri Press published in 1977.  Paul took the most important 
of those photos and the entire group, numbering several thousand, became part 
of our Missouri collection. 

By the late 1970s it was apparent that the studio at 3800 West Pine Boulevard, 
St. Louis, could no longer be continued.  Carlos and Juanita had died; August 
was increasingly unwell.  Paul was aging and had frequent periods of illness. 
So it was that in 1979 the studio was closed and the property sold.  Paul then 
spent increasing amounts of time at property he owned in Mexico.  In the 
summer of 1985 he returned ill to St. Louis where he died on August 24» aged 
seventy-eight. Shortly before his death the final arrangements were made for 
the disposition of our photographic collection. 
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For more than ten years Paul and I had discussed where the collection might 
find an appropriate, permanent home.  We agreed that it should be with an 
agency that would carefully preserve it, make it accessible to those 
interested in using it and, in all other ways, for it to receive the care we 
felt this unique record of Missouri's early buildings and related subjects 
deserved.  Eventually, to our pleasure, interest in acquiring the collection 
and in providing extensive and costly conservation and cataloguing, came from 
the Division of Prints and Photographs at the Library of Congress and the 
Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record, a 
division of the National Park Service, through the good offices of C. Ford 
Peatross, Curator of Architecture, Design, and Engineering Collection at the 
Library of Congress, and from Robert J. Kapsch, Chief of HABS/HAER. 

It was agreed that the architectural photographs be placed in the files of the 
Historic American Buildings Survey, and those dealing with the fine and 
decorative arts -- the non-architectural pictures -- be added to the Library 
of Congress. With the cooperation of Paul Piaget, and of Mrs. August Piaget 
and her daughter Clare Piaget who donated their interest in the collection as 
I did mine, the files were transferred to the respective agencies in the 
summer of 1985.  Thus the collection that had its inception about 1931, and 
whose creation became such an abiding interest of the Piagets and me, found 
its permanent home some fifty-two years later. 
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Checklist of the HABS - Piaget-van Ravenswaav Photograph Collection 

This checklist of the HABS - Piaget-van Ravenswaay Photograph Collection includes 
only those structures photographed and researched by Alexander and Paul Piaget and Charles 
van Ravenswaay. Since HABS had previously documented some of those structures, the 
combined documentation is listed, with the Piaget-van Ravenswaay additions noted by hand 
on the computer printout. With the exception of one structure in Indiana, one structure in 
Iowa, and twenty-eight structures in Illinois, the checklist primarily covers approximately 550 
structures in Missouri. In addition to these, HABS has also documented approximately 425 
other structures in Missouri which are not included in this checklist. 

The checklist is arranged alphabetically by state, then numerically by county code 
number (see county code number list on next page). Entries are then arranged alphabetically 
by city and vicinity. Within the city or vicinity, each structure is listed alphabetically by its 
historic name. Following the name of the structure is its computer control number, then its 
HABS identification number. Next are numbers under each of three categories indicating the 
different types of documentation found in the HABS - Piaget-van Ravenswaay Photograph 
Collection: 

NDRW =        Number of sheets of HABS measured drawings 

NPHO = Number of HABS and Piaget-van Ravenswaay large format photographs. 

DATP = Number of pages of written historical and descriptive data. 

ADDENDA = Number of Piaget-van Ravenswaay photographs (PH) and pages of 
written historical and descriptive data (DATP) added to previously 
existing HABS records in the archival collection at the Library of 
Congress. 
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COUNTY CODE NUMBER LIST 

STATE    CODE NO.  COUNTY NAME 

IA      111      Lee 

IL 001 Adams 
IL 017 Cass 
IL 047 Edwards 
IL 073 Henry 
IL 119 Madison 
IL 133 Monroe 
IL 157 Randolph 

IN      129      posey 

MO 011 Barton 
MO 017 Bollinger 
MO 019 Boone 
MO 027 Callaway 
MO 031 Cape Girardeau 
MO 041 Chariton 
MO 047 Clay 
MO 051 Cole 
MO 053 Cooper 
MO 071 Franklin 
MO 073 Gasconade 
MO 089 Howard 
MO 095 Jackson 
MO 099 Jefferson 
MO 107 Lafayette 
MO 113 Lincoln 
MO 123 Madison 
MO 127 Marion 
MO 135 Moniteau 
MO 139 Montgomery 
MO 141 Morgan 
MO 143 New Madrid 
MO 151 Osage 
MO 157 Perry 
MO 165 Platte 
MO 173 Rails 
MO 183 St. Charles 
MO 187 St. Francois 
MO 189 St. Louis 
MO 193 Ste. Genevieve 
MO 195 Saline 
MO 201 Scott 
MO 205 Shelby 
MO 219 Warren 
MO 221 Washington 

MO      510      City of St. Louis 
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ADDENDUM TO: HABS MO-1800 
PIAGET-VAN RAVENSWAAY COLLECTION MO, 0- , 1- 
Missouri 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 
National Park Service 

U.S. Department of Interior 
1849 C Street, NW 

Washington, DC 20240-0001 


